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I guess we all know that certain events are watershed events. They change the course of history, even though they might not seem to do so at the time. A good example is the Lewis and Clark expedition. Almost two centuries ago, Lewis and Clark set out to explore the Northwest with their Corps of Discovery. They were gone for about 2 years—swallowed up by the wilderness, or so it seemed to some. Some folks thought they would never be seen again. Meanwhile, they were making history.

Almost a century ago, we had another watershed event: President Theodore Roosevelt established the National Forest System. He made his good friend Gifford Pinchot the first Chief Forester, and he placed him in charge of the Forest Service. That came as part of the new conservation movement. Again, we were making history. Today, Americans treasure all the values and benefits they get from their national forests and grasslands.

Alabama A&M—A Watershed Event

Within the Forest Service, there are also certain watershed events. They might not be so well known publicly, but we know about them in the outfit because they change the way we think or the way we do our work. 

One of those watershed events came not too long ago—maybe 12 or 14 years ago, when Dale Robertson was Forest Service Chief. One day, Chief Robertson took a walk in the woods with Senator David Pryor from Arkansas. Their discussions during that walk led to some big changes in the way we do our work, including some limitations on the amount and size of clearcuts on the national forests.

Similarly, Chief Robertson made a visit to this campus about a decade ago. He saw the promise of this forestry program. He saw the benefits we could derive from diversifying our workforce in the Forest Service.

As a result of that visit, we entered into a partnership with Alabama A&M. That partnership has lasted for over 10 years. Together, we developed the Center of Excellence in Forestry, which trains young people for future careers in our agency. Many of those young people are African-Americans. 

Today, we celebrate the SAF accreditation of the Alabama A&M forestry program. This is a remarkable achievement, and there were some great people behind it. It got its start through the vision of Hoyt Abney. It was nurtured through some hard times by folks like Lamar Beasley, Jerry Sesco, and Tom Ellis.

Partnerships have been key to success. We’ve gotten support from International Paper, the Alabama Forestry Commission, and the Natural Resources Conservation Service. We’ve also drawn inspiration from those who share our zeal for diversifying the federal workforce, such as the Bureau of Land Management and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Strong Partnership

Alabama A&M is the clear choice for this partnership because of its unique position among the Historically Black Colleges and Universities:

· It is the only HBCU/1890
 institution that offers an M.S./Ph.D. program in plant and soil science.
· It is the only one with a 4-year forestry degree that has a curriculum meeting federal standards for professional forester. 
· It is one of only a few that have trained mostly African-Americans in forestry for more than 30 years. In fact, it has trained more African-American foresters than all other institutions combined.

Our partnership with Alabama A&M has three parts. First, the Forest Service’s largest student recruitment program is right here. At any one time, we have up to 40 undergraduate students training in the forestry program. That’s had a number of mutual benefits, and I’ll just name a few:

· Within the first 5 years of our partnership, we had more than 80 Alabama A&M students working with Forest Service units in a single summer.

· Over the past 10 years, this program has graduated 120 foresters, ecologists, and soil scientists. 

· The Forest Service has provided financial support to 240 Alabama A&M students for training in forestry and other natural resource fields. That includes 145 forestry majors.

· Many natural resource students have gone on to become Forest Service employees, including the 50 who immediately converted to Forest Service positions after graduation. Of the 43 African-American foresters currently in the Forest Service, a growing proportion is from the forestry program at Alabama A&M. One of them is with me today—Tony Dixon.

The second part of our partnership involves capacity enhancement funds. We use those funds to support two faculty positions in the Center for Forestry and Ecology here at Alabama A&M. We have also enabled the university’s library to add books and journals that deal with forestry and natural resource topics. 

The third aspect of our partnership involves research. Since 1989, the university has housed a number of Forest Service researchers. It has often been the only HBCU to support a full-fledged Forest Service research unit. Scientists from the Southern Research Station work with faculty to conduct research and to support graduate students as well as undergraduate interns. As research priorities have changed, the university has embraced a new emphasis on upland hardwoods silviculture, and that has opened more opportunities for relevant work experiences. Recently, our collaborative research has expanded to areas ranging from bat habitats to people/forest interactions.

SAF Accreditation

Last July, Pete Roussopoulos, Director of the Southern Research Station, called me with some truly good news! After 30 years of developing their forestry program, the Center for Forestry and Ecology at Alabama A&M became the first HCBU/1890 to be accredited by the Society of American Foresters. I’d like to think that the Forest Service contributed to that through our many years of support and encouragement.

I am really pleased by this accomplishment for several reasons:

1. It means that our student recruitment initiative will continue to produce well-qualified foresters to help diversify our workforce. Accreditation will provide additional opportunities for students to gain experience with organizations that take their people only from SAF-accredited programs. 

2. It means that the university will attract more students from diverse backgrounds and ethnic groups. Before, some students might have chosen the SAF-accredited state university instead; now there’s more incentive to choose Alabama A&M’s forestry program.
3. It means we’ll be able to draw from a pool of better-qualified candidates. The graduates of Alabama A&M who are already with us can hold their heads that much higher, now that SAF has accredited their alma mater. 

4. It means that we, through our support for this, can show our commitment to workforce diversity in our permanent as well as our temporary workforce. 

In closing, I’d like to offer my congratulations to those who led the way:

· Alabama A&M President Gibson; 

· Dr. Shuford, Dean of the School of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences;

· Dr. Sharma, Chair of the Department of Plant and Soil Sciences; and 

· Dr. Brown, Director of the Center for Forestry and Ecology.

I commend you on the milestone we celebrate here today. And I offer the continued support of the Forest Service as we enter the second decade of our partnership. I am proud to be a partner in the Center of Excellence in Forestry at Alabama A&M University.

� “HBCU/1890” is shorthand for 17 historically black universities in the South that Congress added in 1890 to the land grant university system set up by the 1862 Morrell Act. Since then, some others have been added to the system.





Alabama A&M
3/26/03
1

